
Policy: summary

A better fit? 
Creating housing choices for an ageing population

April 2012

This summary is based on the full report 
that is available from Shelter’s Policy library 
at shelter.org.uk/policylibrary

England’s population is ageing, and fast. By 2030 one in three people are 
projected to be aged 55 and over. Older people will be a diverse group, 
ranging from economically powerful ‘baby boomers’ to over-85s with high 
care and support needs. How will the housing market respond to this 
demographic change? Do we have the right kinds of accommodation for 
older people, in the right places?

Older people and housing today
There are approximately 14.7 million older people 
and 7.3 million ‘older households’ in England today.  
These are households where everyone is aged 55 
or over. Most are couples or single people living 
alone; in particular there are many single women 
aged 75 or over. 

Most older people are owner-occupiers and have 
already paid off their mortgages. Older people, in 
particular older owner-occupiers, tend to live in larger 
homes than other households. Sixty-eight per cent 
of older homeowners live in a home that has at least 
two spare bedrooms, technically known as ‘under-
occupation’. This measure is controversial, not least 
because most older people think that their home 
is about the right size for them. However, there is 
also a growing problem of intergenerational housing 
inequality with younger households unable to buy 
their first home without over-leveraging on debt. 

Older people’s attitudes to housing 
Many older people want to stay in their current home 
for as long as possible and have strong emotional 
ties to their home, possessions, or neighbourhood. 
Moving house can be a very daunting and stressful 
experience for some older people, and they are often 
unaware of their housing options, or simply perceive 
that there are no suitable homes available for them. 

While some older people plan a move, or move for 
lifestyle reasons, many only move later in life or at 
a time of crisis, for example when care needs or 

health problems become unmanageable. Tailored 
support and practical help can assist older people 
with their housing needs. 

Although a minority, a significant number of older 
people we surveyed felt that their home was difficult 
to manage, or would become difficult in the next ten 
years. The need for social interaction, and for a safe, 
warm and accessible home often becomes more 
important with age. Older people want housing that is 
attractive, in a safe, well-connected neighbourhood. 
They typically value homes that are well insulated, 
have some outdoor space, and have a spare 
bedroom. Over a third of older people are interested 
in the idea of retirement housing either now or in the 
future, suggesting a latent demand for this market. 

The current market for older 
people’s housing
Specialist housing – that is available only to older 
people – makes up a small proportion of the market 
and the majority of older people live in general, 
mainstream housing. There are approximately 
533,000 specialist homes in England, mainly in the 
social-rented sector with some support facilities to 
give residents practical day-to-day help.

There is very little specialist housing available to buy 
or rent privately, and very little mid-range specialist 
housing for older people who are not wealthy but do 
not rent socially. In the mainstream housing sector 
there is an under supply of bungalows relative to 
demand, and not all homes are easily accessible 
to those with limited mobility. 
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Few developers are active in building for the older 
people’s market and they are constrained by complex 
planning regulations, financial viability and a lack of 
strategic vision at local authority level. We need a 
much greater supply of specialist housing for older 
people. If demand for specialist housing remained 
constant, the supply would need to grow by 70 per 
cent just to accommodate the growth in the number 
of older households over the next twenty years, some 
of which may be met through turnover in the existing 
stock but some of which must come from new builds. 

The benefits of expanding options 
for older people 
Evaluations of retirement housing schemes have 
largely shown positive outcomes for older people. 
Residents’ health, safety and well-being tends to 
improve and there are increased opportunities for 
social interaction. Moving to smaller, more energy 
efficient accommodation can help older people to 
stay warm and save money on energy bills. Economic 
benefits can include employment opportunities for 
the local community and cost savings to the NHS 
through improved health and the reduced likelihood 
of accidents and falls. However, service charges and 
reductions in on-site care facilities are contentious 
issues for some older people living in specialist 
accommodation. 

When older people downsize to smaller 
accommodation, there is a market chain effect 
and larger properties become available to other 
households. This is a complex picture however, 
as new buyers may themselves ‘under-occupy’. 

How to increase housing options 
for older people
England has a rapidly growing population of older 
people, but few strategies exist to ensure that they 
will all be able to live somewhere decent and 
affordable that meets their changing needs. There is 
also very little recognition among policy makers of 
the wider socio-economic benefits of such provision. 
For older people themselves, the fear of the unknown 
and the lack of suitable and attractive options present 
further barriers to more widespread downsizing.

Recommendations 
n We need a significant increase in the supply 

and range of suitable housing for older people, 
including private-rented and owner-occupied 
specialist housing. 

n Developers should build attractive and well-
designed homes for older people and specialist 
providers must be upfront about their services 
and charges. 

n The planning system must support the 
development of housing for older people. The 
introduction of the National Planning Policy 
Framework provides an opportunity to give 
housing for older people a higher priority and to 
clarify the guidance on how housing for older 
people should be classified. 

n Older people need to be better informed about 
their housing options at an early stage and to plan 
ahead accordingly. Many need practical help and 
support with their housing and with planning their 
later life. 

n Local government can do more to facilitate 
schemes that help older people move to 
accommodation that’s more suited to their needs. 

n Local planning authorities must factor older 
people’s housing into local plans, strategies and 
housing market assessments, while integrating 
these with health and social care strategies. 

A copy of the full report can be downloaded at 
shelter.org.uk/policylibrary

Methodology
The report was informed by:

n A market assessment of housing options for 
older people carried out by the New Policy 
Institute (NPI) on behalf of Shelter and the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation. The full analysis can be 
downloaded from NPI’s website at www.npi.org.uk

n A survey of respondents aged 55 and over carried 
out by YouGov Plc on behalf of Shelter in February 
2012. This survey has been weighted and is 
representative of GB adults aged 55 and over. 

• Secondary analysis of existing literature and 
data sources, as well as informal consultation 
with sector stakeholders.


